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Vitebsk is the centre for a number of light industries such
as textiles (linen) and knitted goods. It contains one of the
largest knitwear factories in Europe. The tanneries of
Vyazma can deal with one million pig-skins a year. Cotton-
mills are situated at Yartsevo, near Smolensk, while at
Klintsy woollen cloth is produced.
Population and Communications
Smolensk grew up, early in Russian history, as an inter-
mediary in trade and commerce between Kiev and Novgorod,
on the route from the Varangians to the Greeks (see p. 142).
When the Moscow State expanded nomadic invasions cut
off most of the lands now in the Western Region from its
domains, and later a large part of this territory was absorbed
into the Polish-Lithuanian State.
These western borderlands became a battlefield between
Moscow and Poland, a factor which retarded economic
development. When eventually Russia obtained supremacy
and control of the Baltic ports, and began to trade through
them, a' number of railway-lines were laid down, crossing the
Western Region on their way to the Baltic from Moscow and
the Ukraine. Thus to-day Smolensk and the few other large
towns are situated at railway junctions (Fig. 59). The rivers
and canals have in the past been important means of transport,
and with the reconstruction of the old system of waterways
their importance is likely to revive.
The dam which is to be constructed at Orsha will raise the
level of the Dnieper and enable large river-steamers to sail
into Smolensk, which is already important as the centre for
the flax and dairy cattle region, and contains one of the largest
flax-working mills in the U.S.S.R.
The most densely peopled areas are in Byelorussia. Al-
though the main occupations are agricultural, the population
is not small, since for long the farmers have had sure markets
for food, and flax, hemp, etc., in the surrounding regions
(e.g., the Moscow industrial region). In the north there is
a marked concentration of population in the higher and better-
drained land of the Central Russian Uplands and on the